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The Charge

To study and clarify the role of museums in

society as they carry out their obligations to pre-

serve and interpret our cultural and natural her-

itage for an ever-broadening audience in an un-

certain future.

The Process

In 1982 the American Association of Museums,
the nation’s oldest and largest organization of

museum professionals, assembles a blue-ribbon

commission of distinguished museum directors,

trustees and foundation and business leaders.

Over the next two years the Commission on

Museums for a New Century engages thousands

of museum professionals, futurists, educators,

businessmen, civic leaders, scientists, supporters

of the arts and the humanities and members of

the general public in activities that focus on the

role of museums in society. In open forums and

colloquiums, invited experts and commission

members examine specific issues related to col-

lections care, education, research, the museum
and community identity and the diversity of au-

diences. Hundreds of hours of tape are tran-

scribed and analyzed. Relevant literatures in

economics, demographics, futures research,

management and museology are reviewed and

synthesized.

Commission members representing museums
of every size and specialization from all parts of

the country come together four times to analyze

and discuss the state of America’s museums and

forge 16 recommendations to guide them as

they move into the 21st century.

The Result

Museums for a New Century

A Report of the Commission on
Museums for a New Century

Not just for the museum community, but for all

people everywhere who care about museums,

the values they represent and the contributions

they make to our collective human experience.



Today, America’s nearly 5,000 museums en-

joy unprecedented affection and respect

from the general public. Never before have so

many people visited and participated in the pro-

grams of our nation’s art, science and history

museums, historic sites, science-technology cen-

ters, botanical gardens, art centers, planetar-

iums, aquariums, zoos and other cultural and

educational institutions that make up the varied

and diverse world of museums.
The values museums represent strike a re-

sponsive chord for people living in this time of

enormous and accelerating change. Institutions

that preserve and celebrate our natural and cul-

tural heritage seem to provide a context for un-

derstanding the present and anticipating the fu-

ture. Museums deserve a special place on our

personal agendas and in our busy lives.

As the 1980s began, leaders in the museum
profession realized that the same changes in so-

ciety that are making museums popular places

are acting in important ways on museums them-

selves. If museums are to remain as vital in the

world of the 21st century as they are today, the

profession must identify and respond aggres-

sively to these changes. As one commission

member put it, ‘We cannot wait for the future to

happen; we must embrace it and participate ac-

tively in its creation.’

After two years of information gathering,

analysis and deliberation, the commission has

issued Museums for a New Century, a report

that delineates the current status and future

prospects of America’s museums. The signifi-

cance of this document for the museum profes-

sion and for America’s cultural life is twofold. It

is clearly time for a thoughtful and thorough

assessment of the strengths, needs, priorities and

possibilities of our nation’s museums, but even

more important is the role of Museums for a

New Century in initiating a long-term program
of self-evaluation and self-improvement for

these institutions and for the entire museum
profession.

The report itself is a model of productive self-

assessment. Alongside summaries of problems

and needs are recommendations for positive ac-

tion and examples of creative responses by inno-

vative institutions and organizations. A number
of the commission’s recommendations call for

the development of data collection systems that

would provide, for the first time, reliable, com-

prehensive information about the museum uni-

verse—its facilities, collections, work force, pro-

gramming and overall financial picture. Other

recommendations address issues of collections

care, learning in museums, leadership and

professionalism, collaborative efforts, public

awareness of museums and financial stability.



R esponses to the issues the Commission on

Museums for a New Century has identified

will determine how successful museums are at

retaining their preeminence in our collective ed-

ucational and cultural lives. These issues were

central to the commission’s deliberations and

served as the basis for its recommendations.

Collections. The object is at the core of the

museum idea. Through collecting, preserving,

researching, interpreting and exhibiting objects,

museums fulfill their mission as cultural and

educational institutions. Thus issues related to

the growth, organization and care of collections

are of paramount importance. Determining what

should be collected and preserved for future

generations is a constant concern. Storage

spaces are cramped. Security and conservation

are expensive. Duplication of effort can waste

precious and limited resources.

The commission recommends carefully

planned and coordinated collecting by mu-
seums, with stronger federal commitment to the

support of collections care. A series of nation-

wide inventories will facilitate more efficient col-

lecting and more frequent sharing of objects and

collections.

Education. Millions of schoolchildren visit

museums each year, and our growing adult pop-

ulation turns more and more to museums for

learning, self-improvement and constructive lei-

sure. Yet the use of the collections for educa-

tional purposes is often at odds with the objec-

tives of preservation. And, while there is

agreement that a museum visit is educational,

there is no adequate understanding of what hap-

pens for visitors, or what should happen, in the

unique learning environment of museums. Ob-

viously accumulating facts is part of the experi-

ence, but perhaps only a small part of what

happens when we stand awestruck before a case

containing the Declaration of Independence, or

fascinated by a demonstration of a Foucault

FACTS .... IDEAS .... INNOVATIONS

Ideas, solutions, and innovative and
successful programs, strategies and
institutions like these are discussed in

brief reports that accompany the

commission’s narrative and
recommendations.

The number of museums in the country

increases every year; in Texas alone there

are six times as many as there were 15 years

ago.

Recent commissions in the sciences and the

humanities have called on museums to play

an even stronger role as educational

institutions.

The United States is virtually the only major
country in the world without a national

policy or plan for the conservation of objects

in museums.

The number of objects in the care of

America’s museums is estimated at one
billion.



Members of the Commission on Museums for a New Century

Joel N. Bloom (cochairman). Director, Franklin

Institute Science Museum, Philadelphia, Pa.

Earl A. Powell III (cochairman). Director, Los An-
geles Countv Museum of Art, Los Angeles,

Calif.

George H. J. Abrams, Director, Seneca-Iroquois

National Museum, Salamanca, N.Y.

Craig C. Black, Director, Natural History Museum
of Los Angeles County, Los Angeles, Calif.

Mamie Phipps Clark (deceased), President, Mu-
seums Collaborative, Inc., New York, N.Y.

Mildred S. Compton, Director Emeritus, Chil-

dren’s Museum, Indianapolis, Ind.

William G. Conway, Director, New York Zoologi-

cal Society, New York, N.Y.

George Ewing, Former Cultural Affairs Officer,

Museum of New Mexico, Santa Fe, N.M.

Richard Fiske, Director, National Museum of Nat-

ural History, Smithsonian Institution, Washing-
ton, D.C.

Edmund Barry Gaither, Director, Museum of the

National Center of Afro-American Artists, Bos-

ton, Mass.

Nancy Hanks (deceased), Former Chairman, Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts, Washington,
D.C.

F. Wayne King, Director, Florida State Museum,
University of Florida, Gainesville, Fla.

Thomas W. Leavitt, Director, Herbert F. Johnson
Museum of Art, Cornell University, Ithaca, N.Y.

Richard W. Lyman, President, Rockefeller Foun-
dation, New York, N.Y.

Robert R. Macdonald, Director, Louisiana State

Museum, New Orleans, La.

Contributors

Pew Memorial Trust

Philip Morris Incorporated

Charles Ulrick and Josephine Bay Foundation

J. Paul Getty Trust

Samuel H. Kress Foundation

AT&T Foundation

Equitable Life Assurance Society of the United
States

Mobil Foundation

Jan Keene Muhlert, Director, Amon Carter Mu-
seum of Art, Fort Worth. Tex.

Franklin D. Murphy, Chairman, Executive Com-
mittee, Times-Mirror Company, Los Angeles,

Calif.

Helmuth J. Naumer, Executive Director, San An-
tonio Museum Association, San Antonio, Tex.

Richard E. Oldenburg, Director, Museum of Mod-
ern Art, New York, N.Y.

Eldridge H. Pendleton, Director of Collections and
Programs, Old York Historical Society, York,

Maine

Peter H. Raven, Director, Missouri Botanical Gar-

den, St. Louis, Mo.

Harold K. Skramstad, Jr., President, Edison Insti-

tute at Greenfield Village and Henry Ford Mu-
seum, Dearborn, Mich.

Kenneth Starr, Director, Milwaukee Public Mu-
seum, Milwaukee, Wis.

William G. Swartchild, Jr., (deceased), Trustee,

Field Museum of Natural History, Chicago, 111.

Ex-Officio Members
Lawrence L. Reger, Director, American Associa-

tion of Museums
Peter N. Kyros, Jr., Legislative Counsel, American

Association of Museums

Commission Staff

Ellen Cochran Hicks, Project Director

Mary Ellen Munley, Research Coordinator

Carolee Belkin Walker, Research Assistant

National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian

Institution

Square D Foundation

Louisiana State Museum Foundation

Missouri Botanical Garden

Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County

American Express Foundation

AAM Education Committee



pendulum or profoundly moved at seeing first-

hand a work of art we have only known from

textbooks.

High priority must be given to basic research

about the ways people learn in museums. The
educational needs of a growing adult popula-

tion, and the quantity and quality of collabora-

tive efforts with the schools also require atten-

tion. Museums must examine their internal

structures to assure that the educational role

is appropriately integrated into all museum
functions.

Leadership and Professionalism. The
museum as an organization exists only so that

the museum as an institution may carry out its

mission. It is essential that all who work in and

for museums understand this relationship. Man-
agement decisions must be made in light of

esthetic, educational and scientific ends if the

museum’s raison d’etre is not to be undermined.

Several staff issues need attention. Museum
salaries are often shockingly low. Compensation

must be brought into line with other profes-

sional work requiring similar education and ex-

perience if the museum profession is to attract

and keep the best people. Minorities are severely

underrepresented in the museum work force in

general, and women are underrepresented at

the higher management levels. These inequities

must be redressed if the museum community is

to become fully representative of the diversity of

the society it seeks to serve.

Collaboration. The key to making the best

use of resources and generating the greatest im-

pact is collaboration. Museums must work with

one another to coordinate collections and pro-

grams and to increase public awareness and

support. Through collaboration with schools, li-

braries and other cultural institutions, museums
can better achieve their own goals. Collabora-

tion with service clubs, health and welfare orga-

nizations and other community groups can lead

to innovative programming that will bring new
constituencies into the museum’s halls.

Volunteers at the Milwaukee Public Museum
last year donated 32,000 hours, helping staff

catalog and maintain collections, giving tours

to visitors and assisting in every aspect of

museum operations.

Eleven cooperative conservation centers

around the country are helping small and
medium-sized museums meet their

conservation needs.

To help scientists in breeding efforts for

endangered species, data on more than

50,000 living mammals and birds in some 150

zoos around the world are included in the

computer-based International Species

Inventory System, headquartered at the

Minnesota Zoological Gardens.

A computer program simulates the

construction of the Brooklyn Bridge in an

exhibition at the Brooklyn Museum
celebrating the bridge’s centennial.

The museums in Rochester, New York, have

banded together with local hotels,

restaurants, recreational attractions and
other organizations to promote tourism and

the cultural resources of the city.



Public Awareness. People know museums
are good; they just don’t know how good. The

public enjoys museum visits but is generally un-

aware of the many activities that go into making

those visits possible. Some people still hold the

stereotype of museums as musty, dusty places

that rarely change. Museums must correct that

old notion and make people know them for the

dynamic and complex institutions that they are.

A campaign to publicize the variety of mu-

seums—their collections, programs and func-

tions—must be aimed at opinion leaders and

the public generally. Heightened public aware-

ness is essential if museums are to establish the

base of philosophical and financial support they

need to continue their essential public service

into the next century.

Financial Stability. Threats to federal

funding and increased competition for private

dollars mean difficult times for museums. The
most pressing needs are for general operating

expenses, funds for the care and organization of

collections and capital expenses. Support for

highly visible special exhibitions and programs

is easier to Find than for the less glamorous,

“behind-the-scenes” aspects of museum work.

To achieve fiscal stability, museums need an

organized, integrated approach to fund raising

that is not crisis oriented. Collecting wisely and

well the objects, artifacts and specimens of our

natural and cultural heritage, developing signifi-

cant exhibitions and stimulating educational

programs, fostering sound leadership and in-

creasingly professional staff, working with other

cultural organizations and letting the public

know about all these things are proof that mu-
seums are meeting their commitments respon-

sibly. If the central significance of museums and

their service to society are recognized, their fi-

nancial requirements will likewise be recognized

and responded to.

Because the information and recommenda-
tions in Museums for a New Century form the

basis for this organized, integrated approach to

the future, the book is essential reading for all

museum professionals as well as for those who
influence policy and support for America’s mu-
seums. They and others who care about the

cultural and educational life of our nation will

be heartened to see the thorough and thoughtful

approach America’s museum community is tak-

ing to ensure a vigorous and lively future for

itself and all it serves.
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